
The Reciprocal Relationship Between
Housing and School Integration

By Roslyn Arlin Mickelson

Given the common practice of assigning stu-
dents to neighborhood schools, any serious

hope of integrating America’s public education sys-
tem requires us to consider not only educational
policies and practices, but also the demography of
neighborhoods and the housing policies that con-
tribute to residential integration or segregation.
Most American students live in communities that
are dominated by families from one race and
socioeconomic status. Public schools typically
reflect their neighborhood demographics because
most students are assigned to schools based on
their residence.1 These straightforward dynamics
underlie the relationship between the integration

or segregation of schools and their feeder 
neighborhoods.  

The links between integration or segregation of
schools and neighborhoods are also reciprocal.
This essay summarizes the social science evidence
on the reciprocal relationship between integrated
schooling and integrated housing. The synergistic
nature of this relationship unfolds across the life
course. The model in Figure 1 illustrates the con-
nections between housing and school integration
and the intergenerational and reciprocal nature of
their relationship. 
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Segregated schools are highly effective delivery 
systems for unequal educational opportunities.
Conversely, a substantial body of high quality social
science research indicates integrated education has
a positive role in a number of desirable short- and
long- term school outcomes. Racially and socioeco-
nomically diverse schools make a significant differ-
ence for K-12 achievement across the curriculum:
Students from all racial and ethnic backgrounds
who attend diverse schools are more likely to have
higher test scores and better grades compared to
those who attend schools with high concentrations
of low-income and disadvantaged minority youth.
They also are more likely to graduate from high
school, to attend integrated colleges,2 and to gradu-
ate from college.3

Diverse schools also promote other positive out-
comes that are integral components of the adult
life-course trajectory.  Interracial contact fosters
reductions in prejudice and fear while it increases
the likelihood of cross-racial friendships initially
among students and later among adults.4 Together
these short-and long-term educational outcomes
facilitate racial diversity across other institutional
contexts, including the workplace, throughout the
life-course.5 The social science research on this
relationship indicates that those who lived in inte-
grated neighborhoods and attended diverse schools
as children are more likely to choose to live in inte-
grated neighborhoods as adults, where they then
send their own children to integrated schools.
This cycle interrupts the intergenerational perpetu-
ation of racial fears and prejudice that racial segre-
gation reinforces.6

Direct Links
There are several direct connections between
diverse schooling and integrated housing. Let’s
begin with the obvious:  if students are assigned to
schools based on their residence, which increas-
ingly is the norm, the demographic composition of
neighborhoods will largely shape the racial and

socioeconomic composition of the schools. While
there is not a one-to-one relationship between the
two because of private school enrollments and
other factors, at any given point in time, integrated
neighborhoods are more likely to produce diverse
schools than segregated residential communities.

There is another direct connection between diverse
schooling and integrated housing. Perceived
“school quality” influences housing choices. School
demographic composition serves as signal of
“school quality” to many homebuyers of all races
and SES backgrounds. Research indicates that
prior experiences with integrated schooling shapes
adult housing preferences for diverse neighbor-
hoods that will likely have integrated schools. Just
as integrated neighborhoods are socially con-
structed as good places to live compared to racially
isolated high poverty areas, racially isolated schools
are widely considered as undesirable by families
that have options.7

Indirect Links
There are a number of indirect connections
between integrated schools and diverse neighbor-
hoods. The crux of these connections is the signifi-
cantly superior opportunities to learn that
integrated schools offer compared to racially iso-
lated, high poverty schools. Armed with strong
educational credentials and intercultural navigation
skills, graduates of integrated schools are better
candidates for jobs in the increasingly diverse and
globalizing labor market than their counterparts
who attend segregated schools.  

Diverse Coworkers 

The reciprocal and intergenerational nature of the
links between housing and school integration has
been well documented by researchers. Adults who
attend integrated K-12 schools are more likely to
have higher academic achievement and attainment,
to attend and graduate from an integrated college,



and to work in a diverse setting. They will exhibit
greater workforce readiness for occupations that
require interacting with customers and coworkers
from all racial background, and functioning in an
increasingly global economy. Adults who attended
diverse secondary schools are more likely to prefer
working in diverse settings as adults,8 although this
relationship appears stronger among Blacks than
Whites.9 They are less likely to be involved with
the criminal justice system and there is some evi-
dence that they will earn more income than those
who attend segregated schools. Adults who
attended diverse schools are more likely to have
cross-racial friendships and exhibit mutual trust,
respect, and acceptance of those who are racially,
ethnically, and socioeconomically different from
themselves.10

Diverse Neighbors 

Childhood experiences with integrated neighbor-
hoods and diverse schools increase the likelihood of
adults choosing to live in an integrated neighbor-
hood as an adult.11 The experience of attending
segregated schools has intergenerational conse-
quences for adults’ choices of same or different race
neighbors. Students who attended more racially
isolated elementary, middle, and high schools are
more likely as adults to prefer same race neighbors
compared to adults who have attended integrated
schools. This connection holds even though neigh-
borhood racial isolation during childhood remains
strongly associated with young adults’ preferences
for same race neighbors. Racial isolation in schools
plays a more significant role in diminishing social
cohesion among young adults from all racial and
ethnic groups. These findings support a key tenet
of perpetuation theory, which suggests that school
segregation leads to segregation across the life-
course and across institutional contexts.12

The Reciprocal Nature of School 
and Housing Integration Across 
the Generations

In a nutshell, the preponderance of social science
indicates that integrated schools foster better aca-
demic outcomes for all students. Students with bet-
ter K-12 academic outcomes are more likely to
have higher educational and occupational attain-
ment, greater income, and greater opportunities to
choose good neighborhoods in which to live and
raise their families. They are more likely to choose
to live in an integrated neighborhood, in part,
because their interracial contact experiences in
integrated K-12 schools and colleges broke the
intergenerational transmission of racial prejudice
and fear. People who develop multicultural naviga-
tion skills in integrated schools are more likely to
purchase homes or rent apartments in diverse
neighborhoods where their own children will
enroll in an integrated school. For them, racially
and socioeconomically diverse schools signal that
the schools most likely are good ones. In these
ways, integrated schools and neighborhoods are
likely to foster a mutually reinforcing intergenera-
tional cycle across the life-course that advances
social cohesion in a multiethnic democratic society
and promotes racial equality.

Policy Considerations 
The residential basis of most pupil assignment
plans means that housing policies have become de
facto education policies. Thus, there are enduring
public consequences of private housing choices for
the racial, ethnic, and SES composition of K-12
schools. The reciprocal nature of the housing/edu-
cation linkage is clear: the quality of local schools is
one of the key features by which buyers make deci-
sions about housing purchases. Racially integrated,
low poverty schools are signals to prospective
homebuyers and renters that the local schools are
desirable for their children.
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Given that the short- and long-term outcomes of
integrated education are critical for advancing
social cohesion in multiethnic democratic societies,
it is becoming increasingly important to develop
policies that build upon the reciprocal relationship
between integrated education and integrated hous-
ing. Doing so is especially important because of
federal and state courts’ retrenchment with respect
to court ordered desegregation, the reluctance of
policy makers’ at all governmental levels to volun-
tarily design integrated pupil assignment plans, and
the growing racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic
diversity of the K-12 student populations.

Research and experience demonstrate the benefits
of integrated education and the harms of racially
isolated, concentrated poverty schools. Attempting
to create education policy for integrated schools
without developing housing policies for integrated
neighborhoods is akin to cleaning the air on one
side of a screen door.13 Coordinating federal, state,

and local housing and education policies will foster
greater residential and educational diversity and
assist in breaking the intergenerational transmis-
sion of racial and socioeconomic disadvantages that
segregated schools and segregated housing both
reflect and perpetuate.
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School Racial and Economic Composition

& Math and Science Achievement

By Susan Eaton

This is the first in a series of three research briefs

summarizing findings from the newest and

most rigorous research related to racial and socioe-

conomic diversity in public schools. The studies on

which this brief is based were published recently in

three special issues of the peer-reviewed journal,

Teachers College Record, edited by Professors Roslyn

Arlin Mickelson of the University of North

Carolina at Charlotte and Kathryn Borman of the

University of South Florida.

The weight of evidence from these studies demon-

strates that racially isolated, high-poverty schools

tend to negatively influence math and science

course-taking patterns and achievement as meas-

ured by test scores. Meanwhile, under certain con-

ditions, lower poverty schools and schools that do

not enroll highly disproportionate shares of African

American and/or Latino students tend to be 

positively associated with math and science

achievement. 

What this research suggests about 

the relationship between racial and 

socioeconomic composition of schools/

classrooms and MATH achievement:

� A study of math test scores over more than 30

years finds that “increases in school segregation

correspond to significant increases in the black-

white and Latino-white test score gaps.” School

segregation’s negative influence on achieve-

ment “outweigh[s]” the positive influences that

come from improvements in racial minority

groups’ overall income and other family back-

ground characteristics.1

� Racially diverse schools vary in the extent to

which their African American and Latino stu-

dents have opportunities to take advanced

placement courses in math. In a study of math

course-taking patterns and grade point aver-

ages, researchers find that in schools where

whites and Asians are “overrepresented” in

high-level sophomore math classes, both the

senior-year grade point averages of African

American and Latino students and their 4-year

college-going rates tend to be lower.2
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Why This Research is Important

This research augments an already extensive body

of work in this area, which has reached similar

conclusions. However, the work published this

year in TCR is particularly rigorous. It draws from

several strong data bases and employs cutting-

edge statistical methods. This comprehensive col-

lection of studies pays meticulous attention to

separating the discrete contributions that schools,

teachers, families and students themselves make

to a variety of important educational outcomes,

such as test scores and graduation rates. We urge

courts, policymakers, education rights lawyers, ed-

ucators and others to use this new work as a

guide in decisions and advocacy related to diver-

sity, schooling and equal opportunity.  

Brief No. 1

How the Racial and Socioeconomic Composition
of Schools and Classrooms Contributes to 
Literacy, Behavioral Climate, Instructional 
Organization and High School Graduation Rates

By Susan Eaton

This is the second in a series of three briefs sum-
marizing findings from the newest and most rig-

orous research related to racial and socioeconomic
diversity in public schools. The studies on which this
brief is based were published recently in three special
issues of the peer-reviewed journal, Teachers College
Record, edited by Professors Roslyn Arlin Mickelson
of the University of North Carolina at Charlotte and
Kathryn Borman of the University of South Florida.

This brief considers the relationship between the
racial and socioeconomic composition of a school
and/or classroom and a variety of important educa-
tional measures.

What Does the Research Tell Us About 
the Relationship Between Racial and 
Socioeconomic Composition and . . .

READING AND VERBAL 
ACHIEVEMENT?  
� A study by Geoffrey Borman of the University

of Wisconsin-Madison and Maritza Dowling of
the Wisconsin Center for Educational
Research reanalyzes James Coleman’s 1966
report, “The Equality of Educational
Opportunity.” The “Coleman Report” is
widely considered to be one of the most influ-
ential studies ever conducted on education. Its
fundamental finding is that a student’s own
family background has far more influence upon
student achievement than do school character-
istics. However, Borman and Dowling’s
reanalysis shows something quite different. 

� Borman and Dowling find that attending a
high-poverty or highly segregated African
American school has a “profound” negative
effect on a student’s verbal achievement, “above
and beyond” the effects of a student’s own
poverty level or racial group.1

� More specifically, the racial/ethnic composition
and social class composition of a student’s
school are 1¾ times more important than a stu-
dent’s social class or race in explaining verbal
achievement in the 9th grade. School racial and
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Why This Research is Important

This research augments an already extensive body

of work in this area, which has reached similar

conclusions. However, the work published this

year in TCR is particularly rigorous. It draws from

several strong data bases and employs cutting-

edge statistical methods. This comprehensive col-

lection of studies pays meticulous attention to

separating the discrete contributions that schools,

teachers, families and students themselves make

to a variety of important educational outcomes,

such as test scores and graduation rates. We urge

courts, policymakers, education rights lawyers, ed-

ucators and others to use this new work as a

guide in decisions and advocacy related to diver-

sity, schooling and equal opportunity. 

Brief No. 2

The Impact of Racially Diverse Schools 

in a Democratic Society

By Susan Eaton and Gina Chirichigno

This is the third in a series of three briefs summa-

rizing findings from the newest and most rigor-

ous research related to racial and socioeconomic

diversity in public schools. The studies on which

this brief is based were published recently in three

special issues of the peer-reviewed journal, Teachers

College Record, edited by Professors Roslyn Arlin

Mickelson of the University of North Carolina at

Charlotte and Kathryn Borman of the University

of South Florida.

For more than two decades, the success of school

desegregation has been judged mainly by the

degree to which it benefits individuals, either

through academic achievement or social mobility.

It goes without saying that these are important

measures. However, civil rights leaders and educa-

tors have always pursued desegregation and diver-

sity in large part because of its potential benefits to

society at large. Their hope was, and still is, that

diverse schooling experiences would contribute to

development of a more cohesive, more equal soci-

ety and build a stronger foundation for democracy.

Similarly, desegregation’s advocates hoped diversity

would reduce racial and cultural prejudice by

bringing young people from different racial or cul-

tural backgrounds together.

Generally, the research examined here confirms

findings from earlier studies finding that racial

diversity in schools does carry long-term social

benefits. These include reduced neighborhood,

college and workplace segregation, higher levels of

social cohesion and a reduced likelihood for racial

prejudice. It appears, too, that the particular nature

of a school environment – for example, whether the

school is a model of inclusion and equal participa-

tion – helps determine whether or not its graduates

develop the skills to navigate and find comfort in

racially diverse settings later in life.  

What is the Relationship Between

Racial Composition of Schools or 

Childhood Neighborhoods and Adult

Attitudes About Other Racial & Ethnic

Groups?

Jomills Braddock and his colleague, Amaryllis Del

Carmen Gonzalez of the University of Miami, 

consider the effects of neighborhood and school-

level segregation levels on people’s preferences for
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Why This Research is Important

This research augments an already extensive body

of work in this area, which has reached similar

conclusions. However, the work published this

year in TCR is particularly rigorous. It draws from

several strong data bases and employs cutting-

edge statistical methods. This comprehensive col-

lection of studies pays meticulous attention to

separating the discrete contributions that schools,

teachers, families and students themselves make

to a variety of important educational outcomes,

such as test scores and graduation rates. We urge

courts, policymakers, education rights lawyers, ed-

ucators and others to use this new work as a

guide in decisions and advocacy related to diver-

sity, schooling and equal opportunity.   
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What we know about school integration, college
attendance, and the reduction of povertyBy Philip Tegeler, Roslyn Arlin Mickelson, & Martha BottiaThe goals of promoting integration and avoiding

racial isolation in K-12 education were recently

reaffirmed as compelling government interests by
five Justices of the U.S. Supreme Court in Parents
Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School
District #1 (2007). That decision did strike down
specific elements of voluntary plans in Seattle and
Louisville; however, a majority of the Court indi-
cated support for a wide range of race-conscious
measures to promote school integration that do not

assign individual students based on their race.The importance of avoiding racial and economic
segregation in schools is important not just for its
own sake, but because of the documented benefits
to students that flow from more racially
integrated1, lower poverty schools2. The social sci-

ence evidence on the benefits of integration contin-

ues to grow – especially in the more comprehensive

recent research (1990s to the present) that include
data from nationally representative samples or
state-wide populations, valid and reliable measures

of key concepts, advanced statistical modeling used

to analyze the data, and often, studies employing
longitudinal data3.  

These studies over the past twenty years have
demonstrated that integrated education leads not
only to achievement gains in math and reading for
African American and Latino children4, but also to
increased occupational attainment5, less involve-
ment with the criminal justice system6, and a
greater tendency for graduates of integrated
schools later in life to live in integrated neighbor-
hoods, have friends from many races and ethnic
groups, and to be employed in diverse workplaces7.

What does this research tell us specifically about the

effects of K-12 school integration on college atten-

dance rates, college graduation, and intergenera-
tional perpetuation of poverty? We recognize that
additional research is still needed on these specific
questions, but here are some things that we know:Attending integrated K-12 schools increases the

likelihood of attending college8, particularly for
youth from underrepresented minority communi-
ties. Integrated education works to foster college
attendance in several clear ways. The educational
expectations and performance of students who
attend integrated schools surpasses those of stu-
dents from segregated settings9. Students who
attend integrated schools perform better on tests in

math, science, language, social studies; they take
higher-level math and science courses, and they
hold higher educational aspirations than their oth-

erwise comparable peers who attend racially iso-
lated minority schools10. Racially integrated schools

have lower levels of violence and social disorder
than segregated settings11. They are more likely to
have stable staffs composed of highly qualified
teachers12—the single most important resource for

academic achievement, and to have better school
climates13 (academically oriented peers, lower drop

out rates, more parents with higher expectations)
than racially isolated schools14.  

Attending desegregated K-12 schools increases the

likelihood of graduating from college for many
of the same reasons that integrated education bet-
ter prepares students for entering college. Minority

youth who attend integrated K-12 schools are less
likely to be involved in the criminal justice system
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School Integration and K-12 Educational 

Outcomes: A Quick Synthesis of Social

Science Evidence

By Roslyn Arlin Mickelson, Ph.D., University of North Carolina-Charlotte

How do K-12 school diversity 

initiatives support school reform

and contribute to increasing 

student academic achievement?

Teachers, curricula, and pedagogy are essential

components of opportunities to learn, but they are

not the only important ones. The social organiza-

tion of schools and classrooms also contributes to

the quality of educational experiences. Whether a

school is racially and socioeconomically (SES)

diverse or segregated makes a critical difference for

K-12 achievement across the curriculum:  Students

who attend racially and socioeconomically diverse

schools are more likely to achieve higher test scores

and better grades, to graduate from high school,

and to attend and graduate from college compared

with their otherwise comparable counterparts who

attend schools with high concentrations of low-

income and/or disadvantaged minority youth. 

The preponderance of high quality social science

research published since the late 1980s is clear and

consistent regarding these effects of school racial

and SES composition on K-12 educational out-

comes.1 Other specific findings include: 

� Attending a diverse school promotes achieve-

ment in mathematics, science, language and

reading.

� Achievement benefits accrue to students in all

grades, but most markedly those in middle and

high schools.  

� Students from all racial and SES backgrounds

can benefit from diverse schools—including

middle-class whites—although low-income 

disadvantaged youth benefit the most from

attending diverse schools.2

� Importantly, there is no evidence that inte-

grated schooling harms any student group.

Moreover, diverse K-12 schools foster other 

positive outcomes that are integral links in the

adult life-course trajectory.  In addition to 

achievement, the positive short-term outcomes 

of K-12 schooling include:

� A reduction in prejudice and fears. 

� increases in cross-racial trust and friendships.

� enhanced capacity for multicultural navigation. 

These benefits foster highly desirable long-term

outcomes for adults such as:

� greater educational and occupational 

attainment. 

� workplace readiness for the global economy. 
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1 The results of the literature survey presented here are archived in a searchable database at: http://sociology.uncc.edu/people/ rmickelson/

spivackFrameset.html. This research is supported by grants from the National Science Foundation, the American Sociological Association,

and the Poverty and Race Research Action Council.

2 The evidence of academic benefits is weakest for Asian and Latino immigrant students who appear to benefit from attending school with

their coethnics, most likely because of language issues.

Magnet School Student Outcomes: 
What the Research Says
By Genevieve Siegel-Hawley and Erica FrankenbergThis research brief outlines six major studies of

magnet school student outcomes. Magnet
schools are programs with special themes or
emphases designed to attract families from a variety

of different backgrounds. They were originally
established to promote voluntary racial integration
in urban districts. 

The following studies are located within a much
broader body of research that documents the bene-

fits of attending racially and socioeconomically
diverse schools. Some of what we know from the
literature on the benefits of racial diversity indicates

that students of all races who attend diverse schools

have higher levels of critical thinking, an ability to
adopt multiple perspectives; diminished likelihood
for acceptance of stereotypes, higher academic
achievement, more cross-racial friendships, willing-

ness to attend diverse colleges and live in diverse
neighborhoods, access to more privileged social
networks, higher feelings of civic and communal
responsibility, higher college-going rates, more
prestigious jobs.1

The research discussed here is relatively recent, but

older studies suggest that magnet schools are asso-

ciated with increased student achievement, higher
levels of student motivation and satisfaction with
school, higher levels of teacher motivation and
morale, and higher levels of parent satisfaction with

the school.2

A note about magnet school enroll-
ment and segregation trends3Before delving into the research, however, we

quickly review the current demographic breakdown

of magnet schools. Enrollment data collected by
the National Center for Education Statistics, a reli-

able and wide-ranging federal dataset, show that, in

2008-09, more than 2.5 million students enrolled in

magnet schools across the nation, up from just over

two million students five years earlier. Magnet pro-

grams enrolled more than twice the number of stu-

dents served by charter schools, making magnets
the largest sector of choice schools.  Compared to regular public schools, both charter

and magnet programs enrolled a larger share of
black and Latino students (mainly due to the con-
centration of magnet and charter schools in more
urban locales). Magnet students were slightly less
likely than charter school students to attend
intensely segregated minority schools, where 90-
100% of students were nonwhite, and also slightly
less likely to enroll in intensely segregated white
schools (0-10% nonwhite students). Beyond these
two extreme ends of the spectrum of white student

enrollment, large differences emerged in the shares

of magnet and charter students attending majority
nonwhite (more racially diverse) and majority white

(less diverse) schools. Forty percent of magnet stu-

dents attend majority nonwhite school settings,
compared to just 23 percent of charter students.
Conversely, almost 35 percent of charter students
attended majority white settings, compared to 20
percent of magnet students. In terms of school
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